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In the early 1980s there were precious few opportunities outside private home building for young 
architects in Flanders. Government authorities and corporate entities selected a designer for reasons which 
often had little to do with the quality of the architecture; competitions for public sector contracts were a 
rarity. Buildings were erected without much ambition or debate; architectural critique was virtually extinct. 
Remarkably enough, it was in this very climate of indifference that the seeds of present-day Flemish 
architectural culture were sown. On the one hand, a new generation of architects entered the limelight; 
and, on the other, initiatives of all kinds emerged from the cultural and academic milieu to lend this young 
architecture support.1 The most ambitious example was the Architecture Museum Foundation. Its mission 
was “to provide a medium for anyone who feels drawn by or to the design of his or her environment.”2 This 
yielded all kinds of initiatives such as educational trips, debates, exhibitions and the publication of a 
magazine. In this section we ask how and to what extent the organisation has been able to fulfil its mission 
in the course of its brief existence (1983-1992).3 
 
The idea of a museum of architecture 
The impetus for setting up the Architecture Museum Foundation (Stichting Architektuur Museum, 
hereafter: S/AM) was to find a home for the 20th century architectural archives and furniture that was 
accumulating in the former Museum of Decorative Arts (now the Design Museum) in Ghent. As it stood the 
infrastructure was incapable of sustaining the museum’s activities in the long term, and so the idea arose to 
set up a broad, interdisciplinary centre dedicated to design in all its aspects.4 The central character in this 
was Lieven Daenens, at that time curator of the Museum of Decorative Arts. Also drawn into the initiative 
were the lecturer at the Sint-Lucas institute, Jos Vanderperren, through his contact with the well known 
designer Pieter De Bruyne, and Christian Kieckens, one of De Bruyne’s former students. A fellow student of 
his, Marc Dubois, had been coordinator of the Architectural Study Centre (CAO) at the Saint-Lucas 
Architectural Institute in Ghent since 1978. In this capacity he would organise exhibitions, usually in the 
institute’s White Room. It was the actors’ shared interest in recent heritage, their conviction of the need to 
raise greater awareness, and the idea that this was also of value to contemporary practitioners of 
architecture that provided the basis for the S/AM. The inspiration for this stemmed from the Netherlands. 
There had been a foundation of the same name in that country since 1955 and its years of service had been 
rewarded by the establishment of the Netherlands Architecture Institute in 1988. The design competition 
with which it was associated garnered attention from far and wide, and gave rise to some fierce polemics 
over the individuality of Dutch architecture. At around the same time the Deutsches Architektur Museum 
(DAM) opened in Frankfurt, housed in a 19th century villa which had been renovated by Oswald Mathias 
Ungers. Ungers built a socle around the lower part of the villa along the full width of the plot, making of it a 
sort of architectural object on display. Inside he built an architectural shrine, as it were, constructed from 
basic architectural elements such as columns, floors, walls and windows. In canonising the idea that 
architecture is a discipline unto itself, the DAM became an architectural manifesto that probed the 
discipline’s potential and limitations. 
 
                                                            
1 In addition to the S/AM, Ghent also had Architectuur als Buur (which mainly promoted the local architectural scene), the heritage 
association Interbellum (which focused on modern architecture), the monographic publications in the series Vlees & Beton 
(published by the Architecture & Urban Development research group of the University of Ghent) and the Centre for Architectural 
Studies (CAO) at the Saint-Lucas Institute, which organised exhibitions and issued a newsletter.  
2 Bulletin of the S/AM 1983/00, p. 1 (hereinafter S/AM).  
3 This piece paints the history of the Architecture Museum Foundation for the first time and offers a character sketch of the 
organisation rather than an exhaustive portrait. It is based on the publications of S/AM, contemporary press clippings and the 
association's archives, which are kept at the Architectural Archives of the Province of Antwerp (APA). I would like to thank Marc 
Dubois for his comments and additions to earlier versions of this article.  
4 On the foundation of the S/AM, see also Monique Bucqoye, ‘Een museum voor bouwmeesters’, Knack (Ghent edition), 
10/08/1983, 11-12. 
This dual guise of the architecture museum - institute and architectural statement - was what led S/AM to 
organise an international competition for ideas on the subject of ‘Architecture Museum’. The scope was 
both deliberately broad and vague: 
“Design of the spaces which, according to your philosophy, are needed to define a museum of architecture. 
The spaces should be set out in the environment of your choosing. The design should evoke a vision of 
architecture and museum.”5 But the competition was not a success, despite the international interest and 
high number of participants (76); many of the entries were of an admirable graphic and poetic quality, but 
few managed to raise the debate beyond the anecdotal, the ironic or the provocative. One entrant, for 
example, proposed trips to sites of world architecture, another envisioned scaffolds to allow a closer look 
at some of the town’s historic buildings; yet another simply said that the exercise was futile. The jury 
stated: “it was our observation that the entries as a whole were sorely lacking the vitality of ‘what 
tomorrow might bring’. And many of the entries offered nothing in the way of a holistic vision: but merely 
the development of a single aspect, just one part of the total picture.”6 Though in the end there was no 
winner, seven entries were retained for their particular facet of the assignment.7 
 
Young Architects in Flanders 
With its next initiative the S/AM took a different approach. Once deSingel in Antwerp had decided its 
exhibition policy (with architecture at its heart) in 1985, it was less a question of where architecture could 
be exhibited, but more of what there was to be exhibited. The S/AM made a resolute choice for young, 
Belgian architecture. It set up a cycle of annual exhibitions to shed light on the work and motivations of the 
latest generation of architects. These events took place in the Museum of Decorative Art in Ghent and a 
meticulously prepared catalogue was issued with each one. The S/AM lent shape, in other words, to the 
hope expressed by Geert Bekaert back in 1983, that a sort of architectural awareness might spring up 
among the youngest Belgian architects despite the inhospitable climate.8 At that point the S/AM set out to 
become the voice of that new generation. 
 
The first exhibition in this series, ‘The Home as Architectural Typology’ made it clear that even the most 
talented designers in Belgium had to stick to the private housing market.9 (Fig. 1) On the other hand, this 
fundamental building assignment was a free haven for experimentation, innovation and identity. The 
catalogue deliberately avoided listing the five select designers under any kind of ‘ism’; on the contrary, the 
deeply rooted Belgian culture of individualism was the starting point. Nonetheless, Marc Dubois identified 
one common characteristic, i.e. “opposition to any great complexity of architectonic form and pursuit of a 
more rational planning concept and façade composition. The pairing of the concept ‘small scale - human 
scale’ with an armoury of architectonic forms led to a comfortable pseudo vernacular style, which they 
promptly dismissed.”10 With his ‘typological variations’ Bernard Baines, for example, illustrated that as one 
of the historical town’s elementary building blocks, the row house had not yet been exhausted. Then again, 
the strict geometrical structure of Jan Bruggemans’ own home was the logical consequence of an 
architectural and personal credo: ‘What can I omit to allow greater possibility?’ And Eugeen Liebaut rebuilt 
his labourer’s cottage in Aalst along the same lines: he kept nothing but the skeleton and employed 
autonomous elements such as stairs, a slope and a curved wall to structure the internal space. The 
exhibition also premiered Jo Crepain’s De Wachter house; in a nod to the classic Roman villa, he organised 
sleeping, eating and being together in three ‘temples’ around a shared patio. Every bit as imposing was the 
                                                            
5 The majority of the 76 actual entries were from Belgium (44) and the Netherlands (18). The jury was made up of Thijs Asselbergs 
(young architect and publicist), Wim Quist (Netherlands Chief Government Architect 1974-79), Paul Robbrecht and Bob Van Reeth. 
The initiative gave rise to an exhibition (‘Architectuurmusea’, Centrum voor Kunst en Cultuur van de Sint-Pieterabdij, 02/03-
18/03/1984) and a publication (Christian Kieckens (ed.), Architektuurmusea, (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1984)). For a 
full overview of the entries, see S/AM, 1984/02, 3-4. 
6 Kieckens, Architektuurmusea, 23. 
7 The seven recognitions were for the following teams: Van Gheluwe/Azou, Wim Cuyvers, Stefan Cuyvers, Camile Van 
Steegeren/Maaren van der Hulst, Geert Driesen, Manceliescu/Opreanu/Ardeleau/Clit, Office for Post-Metropolitan Architecture.  
8 Geert Bekaert, ‘Wie over architectuur wil spreken, sta op en zwijge …’,  in Christophe van Gerrewey and Mil de Kooning (eds.), 
Verzamelde Opstellen, deel 4 – De Kromme Weg. 1981-1985, Vlees en Beton 75 (Gent: WZW Editions&Productions, 2008): 305-331. 
Originally in Wonen/TABK 6 (1983): 10-27.  
9 ‘De woning als architectuurtypologie’, 07-30/06/1985, Museum of Decorative Art, Ghent. The catalogue was published as Marc 
Dubois (ed.), De woning als architectuurtypologie (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1985). 
10 Dubois, De woning als architectuurtypologie, 6. 
De Mol country house by Paul Robbrecht and Hilde Daem, in which the rediscovery of Palladio’s legacy 
influenced the interaction between the façades and the landscape. 
The idea was intentionally expanded in the next exhibition. ‘Young Architects in Belgium’ exhibited a 
representative selection of the early work of 13 designers.11 (Fig. 2) This time, amidst all the diversity, Marc 
Dubois identified a common attitude: on the one hand, “the desire to create something, to actually build 
something”, and on the other, “a tremendous professional sobriety”.12 He thought that these young 
architects were characterised by “the drive to throw themselves wholly into every little project - even if 
what they earned bore little relation to the effort they put into it, to take the time to invest in themselves 
with a view to achieving greater intellectual maturity and so merit the title of architect.” 13 Although most 
of the projects were again houses, the diversity was even greater, if possible, than the year before. The 
influence of Mario Botta trickled through in a compact brick house by Jan Bruggemans, while Frank and 
Paul Winterman presented a 30m long, beam-shaped volume which placed two perfectly mirrored family 
dwellings together. The cluster-shaped family home designed by Paul Bellemans was set in a glasshouse for 
reasons of energy consumption, and in the best post-modern tradition visitors were fooled by its façade, 
that of a temple. This theatrical gesture contrasted with the architectural acupuncture of Robbrecht and 
Daem Architects; their Mys house literally evolved into an exercise in ‘living with architecture’ because it 
was still occupied while the work was being done. It was also intriguing how Marie-José Van Hee assigned 
an electrical transformer box and a family dwelling a logical place in the historical fabric of Ghent. It was 
exceptional for an architect to have their first piece of work immediately published. This was also true for 
Stéphane Beel, whose Van Peel home in Zoersel was also exhibited. With an ease bordering on negligence 
Beel adopted the clear idiom of modernism here, only without its functionalist basis: “A shape can take 
many programmes. Function and programme can take strength from shape, in the way that form 
strengthens content in poetry. It is the relationship, not the shape, which is important.”14 This sort of 
modesty was not for Willem-Jan Neutelings: his exuberant villa in Brasschaat was a juxtaposition of 
submarine, Italian palace and post-war petrol station. The projects by Beel and Neutelings marked a clear 
point of transition; later Bekaert correctly identified the two villas as “foundlings that set the scene for a 
new generation of Young Gods, who trod forth into the world of architecture without a care”.15 
 
S/AM continued in the same vein and organised an exhibition of young Flemish architects again in 1987.16 
(Fig. 3) This time it was no longer about the family home, but the idea that architects can be all round 
designers who feel themselves at home in a variety of media, scales and programmes. For example, the 
selection contained urban development plans for the Patria site in the heart of Leuven (Mauro Poponcini), 
two social housing estates for the WISH 85 competition (Giedo Driesen and Frank Stals), traffic calming 
colour schemes (!) for the Leopold II tunnel in Brussels (Patrick Lefebure in association with Pieter 
Claerhout), minimalist interiors for the Style retail chain (Peter Cornelis), temporary tribunes for the Papal 
Visit of 1985 and even a design for a carpet (both Mauro Poponcini). But that did not mean, said Christian 
Kieckens in the catalogue, that these designers had disavowed architecture. On the contrary, “the 
architectural space always provides inspiration and background.”17 Another common theme had already 
come to the fore: “the inner power and intensity to express architecture (…). The search for identity, 
recognisability, working with constant values, etc.”18. The layout of a pharmacy by Klaas Goris, for example, 
showed, through accurate detail, not just great craftsmanship, but how detail plays a role in the totality of 
the architectural space. 
                                                            
11 ‘Young Architects in Belgium’, Museum of Decorative Art, Ghent, 13/12/1986-15/02/1987. The exhibition was shown later that 
year at Galerie Westersingel, Rotterdam (forerunner of the NAi) and at the TU Delft Faculty of Architecture. The catalogue was 
published as Christian Kieckens (ed.), Jonge Architekten in België (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1986).  
12 Kieckens, Jonge Architekten in België, 6. 
13 ibid. 
14 Jonge Architecten in België, 1986, 23.  
15 Geert Bekaert, Hedendaagse architectuur in België (Tielt: Lannoo, 1996): 193. 
16 ‘Young architects (in Belgium)’, Museum of Decorative Art, Ghent, 19/12/1987-28/02/1988. 
17 Christian Kieckens (ed.), Jonge architecten in België (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1987): 19 
18 Ibid., 35 
 
The three S/AM exhibitions on young architecture in Belgium did not go unnoticed. For example, in 
September 1987 the Dutch architectural magazine Archis devoted a special edition to Belgium. S/AM 
produced a map for the occasion showing Belgian architectural production since 1970, based on 150 
projects. Another important moment was the reprise of the three ‘Young Architects’ exhibitions in deSingel 
in 1988.19 (Fig. 4) Not only was this the biggest overview of recent Belgian architecture in years, but the 
preview became a memorable moment when  Jo Crepain, on the initiative of S/AM, used an introductory 
speech as a ruse to read out an open letter addressed to the policymakers.20 The actual reason for this was 
the award of the design contract for the mail sorting office and the courthouse extension in Antwerp to one 
and the same architect without any form of competition. The signatories were aghast at how unfair this 
seemed; if one architect is no more expensive than another (because the fees are set by law), why didn’t 
the government simply choose the best? Or were there other reasons afoot? And if so, what were they? 
This much ‘political impropriety’ was more than the signatories said they could bear: “we can no longer 
accept a Belgium (…) saddled with an urbanus syndrome, or government ministers who operate 
systematically to make our people and culture appear ridiculous.” The letter also said that, unlike 
neighbouring countries with an active building policy, Belgium found itself “in a dark recess full of intrigue, 
corruption and triviality.” For this reason the signatories made three demands: a freeze and review of 
government contracts in progress, the appointment of a Flemish Government Architect (in line with the 
Dutch example), and proper application of the fee scales by the various government authorities. 
 
S/AM took advantage of this momentum to crack open another symbolic case, namely that of the Belgian 
pavilion for the world exhibition in Seville (1992). Outraged by the triteness of the proposed design (an 
inverted diamond), it demanded – and obtained – that the contract be awarded on the basis of a 
competition. As S/AM duly noted, the winning architects of this competition were all under the age of 40; it 
thus proved to be an ideal way to offer opportunities to young talent, and showed that “an intelligent 
design has nothing to do with the size of an architectural firm, or references based on trade volume or 
turnover.”21 For this reason the 1990 edition of ‘Young Architects (in Flanders)’ featured three of the 
competition entries.22 The winning design by Driessen-Meersman-Thomaes portrayed Belgium as an 
“ethereal structure of delicate balances in which phenomena thrive in peace” and consisted of a uniform, 
closed box in which heterogeneous architectural elements are stacked (escalator, containers, a wooden 
shed, an industrial lift and staircase). (Fig. 5) The proposal from Frank Delmulle was conceived as a series of 
experiences; the visitor arrived in a cool ‘cave’ from which an escalator took them up to the actual 
exhibition areas. Xaveer De Geyter divided the area into four quadrants, each with its own programme 
(garden, square, theatre, exhibition) through which visitors could choose their own path. The designs were 
more about experience scenarios, and making them possible, than about organising spaces, shapes or 
programmes. De Geyter’s suburban villas in Mariakerke and Brasschaat, which premiered here - and 
became instant icons among students of architecture - followed similar principles; they transformed 
suburban living into a metropolitan experience in miniature, and one that cautioned against the fake 
pastoral idyll of the popular farm-style houses. The 1990 edition of ‘Young Architects’ made it clear that a 
generation was on its way that would self-confidently set its own rules and strike out on a path of its own. 
                                                            
19  ‘Young Architects in Belgium’, De Singel, Antwerp, 08/03-03/04 1988.  
20 ‘Open letter to ministers De Wael, D’Hondt, Geens, Olivier, and anyone else who becomes involved in building and renovation at 
one point or another’, archive of S/AM, APA. The letter was signed by Bernard Baines, Peter Cornelis, Willem De Beus, Henk De 
Smet, Klaas Goris, Jean-Michel Huyghe, Georges-Eric Lantair, Eugeen Liebaut, Kris Mys, Mauro Poponcini, Stephane Beel, Jo 
Crepain, Philips Deceuninck, Giedo Driesen, Pierre Hebbelinck, Luc de Maesschalk, Patrick Lefebure, Guy Mertens, Willem-Jan 
Neutelings, Frank Stals, Paul Wintermans, Jan Bruggemans, Marc Dubois, Christian Kieckens, Paul Bellemans. Shortly before this 
Francis Strauven had complained about the lack of transparency in the award of government contracts in Archis: ‘De negatie van 
een eigen bouwcultuur’, Archis 9 (1987): 12-17. 
21 Jonge architecten (in Vlaanderen) (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1990): 9. The five selected projects (2nd and 3rd prize ex 
aequo) were first published in Marc Dubois, ‘Van Diamant tot Kubus’, S/AM 1990/01, 11-13. 
22 ‘Young architects (in Flanders)’, Museum of Decorative Art, 14/12/1990 – 17/02/1991. The exhibition was then also shown in De 
Brakke Grond in Amsterdam, 4-26/05/1991. It featured work by Wim Cuyvers and Dirk De Meyer, Johan Decoker, Xaveer De 
Geyter, Lieven Dejaeghere, Frank Delmulle, Martine De Maeseneer, Henk De Smet and Paul Vermeulen, Driesen-Meersman-
Thomaes, Klaas Goris and Kris Van Zeebroeck. The catalogue was published as Jonge architecten (in Vlaanderen) (Gent: Stichting 
Architektuur Museum, 1990). 
By Flemish standards, the exhibition was a huge success, not just for the massive turnout (6,000 visitors) 
but also for its therapeutic effect: it dispensed with the idea that architecturally speaking, Flanders was a 
developing country. 
 
The S/AM magazine 
The evolution of Flemish discourse on architecture is easy to trace in the pages of the S/AM magazine. 
Initially it began as a heterogeneous information sheet that covered events and activities at home and 
abroad. The first edition (1983/01), for example, contained a description of the work of Alvaro Siza, an 
article by Ungers on the DAM in Frankfurt, a discussion of two sofas by Mario Botta, and a piece on Mallet-
Stevens’ recently protected Noailles villa. (Fig. 6) It wasn’t long before it established a few preferred lines of 
content and subject, among them the publication of early homegrown work. The paper also gave plenty of 
space to interior and furniture design, which, Kieckens wrote, received less attention, if that were possible, 
than architecture because “a certain hush envelops the realm of interiors. Theirs is a world that lurks 
behind closed doors.”23 In 1987 a special edition entitled ‘Efemere beelden’ [Ephemeral Images] (S/AM 
1987/01) was published on the subject of minimalist store interiors in Brussels and Antwerp. In the context 
of its ‘Young Interior Designers’ exhibition that S/AM organised in 1988, the S/AM also dedicated special 
editions to the work of Claire Bataille and Paul Ibens (S/AM 1988/02) and recent store interiors by the likes 
of Pascal Van der Kelen, Vincent Van Duysen and Dirk De Meyer (S/AM 1988/03).24 
 
Another common thread running through the back issues of the S/AM is the announcement and discussion 
of architectural competitions, one of its bones of contention. Competitions were seen as the ideal way to 
depoliticise government contracts and improve the quality of public architecture; this is because they 
obliged the authorities to give precise specifications, gave young architects the opportunity to take on 
more sizeable commissions, and helped increase public interest and support of architecture. The validity of 
this position was reinforced by successful examples, such as the well-known WISH competition (1984-87) 
for social housing. To stimulate the private sector too, a special edition was produced under the title 
‘Bouwen voor het geldwezen’ [Building for Finance] (S/AM 1987/3). It resulted from the decision of the 
BACOB savings bank to award design of its regional offices in Mechelen and Bruges under a multiple 
contract. To curry more publicity for this initiative the S/AM published not only the winning designs (by 
Georges Baines and Stéphane Beel respectively) but those of the other nominees.25 Later too, important 
competitions such as those for a passenger terminal in Zeebrugge (S/AM 1989/03), the Oostkamp cultural 
centre (S/AM 1990/2-3) and the urban design scheme for Hoog-Kortrijk (S/AM 1992/02), were given 
extensive coverage. The best illustration of how painfully these competitions came about can be found in 
the torrent of opinion pieces published by Marc Dubois in the S/AM, and other media over the 
government’s lame (non-existent?) architectural policy. Prestigious projects such as the international 
exhibition halls at the Flanders Expo in Ghent, the Museum of Modern Art (now SMAK) and the new 
Flemish administration’s imitation gothic Markiesgebouw next to Brussels Cathedral, became tragicomic 
characters in pieces which Dubois presented under ‘The Belgian saga continues’. 
 
In the course of its ten year existence the magazine gradually acquired a more monographic character. For 
example, in 1986 a full edition was devoted to architecture in Rome in the 20th century (S/AM 1986/03), 
whereas the last edition of 1988 presented the early work of a trio of as yet unknown architects, i.e. Jan 
Maenhout, Jef Van Oevelen and William Lievens (S/AM 1988/04). Despite S/AM’s focus on present-day 
architectural culture, it did devote plenty of space to recent and unknown heritage. For example, it 
dedicated an edition to the so-called ‘Turnhout School’, paying special attention to Paul Neefs, who was 
seen as a link between modernist ideals and their influence in the work of Stéphane Beel and others (S/AM, 
1986/02). (Fig.7) Then again, ensuing special editions provided the basis for a later rediscovery of Juliaan 
Lampens (S/AM 1987/02) and Jacques Dupuis (S/AM 1989/01-02). The design of the magazine reflected 
and supported this evolution towards a more monographic scheme. The meticulous cutting and pasting 
                                                            
23 Christian Kieckens (ed.), Jonge Interieur Ontwerpers (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1988): 6.   
24 ‘Young Interior Designers’, 16/12/1988 – 19/02/1989, Museum of Decorative Art, Ghent. The catalogue was published as 
Christian Kieckens (ed.), Jonge Interieur Ontwerpers (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 1988). 
25 Christian Kieckens, ‘Competition for branch of BAC Savings Bank in Mechelen’, S/AM 1987/02, 12-20. The other laureates were 
Frank & Paul Wintermans, and Henk De Smet. On the competition for the provincial headquarters in Bruges: ‘Architectuurwedstrijd 
Gewestelijke Zetel BAC te Brugge’, S/AM 1988/01, 6-9. Beel's commissioned design was published in S/AM 1992/01. 
that was so typical of the early issues made way for a restrained, professional layout which allowed plenty 
of room for plans and illustrations. In 1990 the magazine was published in a format which was almost 
square and employed significantly more negative space; with this, the magazine’s evolution to a 
monographic series became sealed in its design, and this was at its most apparent in the edition dedicated 
to Beel’s recently opened BAC headquarters in Bruges (S/AM, 1992/01). (Fig. 8) 
 
Flanders at Venice: an (anti) climax 
We could use the S/AM magazine’s evolution from a makeshift rag to a polished magazine as a metaphor 
for the cultural shift it helped bring about. In the early 1990s architecture gradually became salonfähig 
(socially acceptable) in Flanders, particularly once the young Flemish government had realised its utility in 
shaping a regional identity. For example, the then Minister of Culture, Patrick Dewael, appointed SA/M as 
curator of the Flemish entry to the 1991 Architecture biennale, but not before Marc Dubois, through the 
intercession of Francesco Dal Co (the curator of this prestigious event), came up with the proposal himself. 
Originally, through a combination of apathy and administrative carelessness, there were no plans 
whatsoever for Belgian participation in the 1991 architecture biennale.26 Thanks to a simple but ingenious 
plan by Christian Kieckens, i.e. a system of continuous ‘display counters’ in bare pine, the chambers of the 
Belgian pavilion were fitted with an expanse of neutral surfaces on which a variety of architectural takes 
came to stand opposite and alongside each other. (Fig. 9, 10) It would be difficult to conceive of a better 
metaphor for architectural culture in Flanders; as Marc Dubois noted in the catalogue, there was no reason 
to make grand statements: “Ever since the Art Nouveau period at the turn of the century, Belgium, 
including Flanders, has failed to make any real contribution to the development of European Architecture. 
(…) To many people, the small country sandwiched between the Netherlands and France represents a void 
on the architectural map of Europe.”27 The curators therefore thought it better to let the architecture speak 
for itself and, to that end, to give the designers all the space they needed. As it turned out, this was a good 
move: even the ever critical Geert Bekaert praised the diverse, but well-conceived selection. In addition to 
the Van Roosmalen house designed by Bob Van Reeth, the Villa M by Stéphane Beel and De Geyter’s car-
on-the-roof villa in Brasschaat, there was a display of the final design for the Belgian pavilion in Seville 
(Driessen-Meersman-Thomaes). Luc Deleu’s ‘Antwerp Your Next Cruise Stop’ was displayed as a mobile 
bridge over the river Scheldt. And there were first showings too, including Beel’s Raveel Museum and Van 
Reeth’s design for the KBC Bank headquarters in Brussels (not realized). In these two designs Bekaert saw 
the antipodes of the prevailing Belgian architectural culture: on the one hand, the government’s growing 
belief in architecture and, on the other, the dereliction of the private sector, which remained loyal to the 
large, established architectural firms. Nevertheless, he concluded, “from all this there was a glow of modest 
but persuasive vitality, a rare naturalness and authenticity. At the fun fair, which the Venice Biennale surely 
is, it was a relief.”28 But this highpoint, after years of effort, was quick to devolve into a Pyrrhic victory for 
the S/AM. The hope “that the invitation to Venice would signify the beginning of more funds to enable the 
Foundation’s further development” was in vain; grant applications to the Architectural Order and the 
National Lottery were turned down.29 In 1993, members received a letter containing the message that the 
ten-year jubilee would not be a cause for celebration and that the S/AM magazine would by necessity have 
to close down.30 
 
The Legacy of the S/AM 
After S/AM disappeared from the scene several of its initiatives were further developed by other actors. In 
1994 deSingel, for example, organised ‘Mein Erstes Haus - recent work by young Flemish architects’.31 The 
                                                            
26 ‘Architetti della Fiandra’ was held in the Belgian Pavilion in the Giardini, Venice and ran from 08/09/1991 to 06/10/1991. The 
catalogue was published as Marc Dubois, Christian Kieckens (ed.), Architetti della Fiandra (Gent: Stichting Architektuur Museum, 
1991).  
27 Dubois and Kieckens, Architetti della Fiandra, 20. 
28 Geert Bekaert, ‘Architetti della Fiandra’, Ons Erfdeel 2 (1992): 206. 
29 Marc Dubois, ‘Architetti della Fiandra’, S/AM 1991/01, 5. 
30 Letter to the members of the Architecture Museum Foundation, 19/04/1993, 2p., Archief S/AM, APA. 
31 ‘Mein Erstes Haus – Recent werk van jonge Vlamingen’, De Singel, 27/01-06/03 1994. The accompanying catalogue was published 
as Katrien Vandermarliere, Mein Erstes Haus – Recent werk van jonge Vlamingen (Antwerpen: De Singel, 1994). 
focus on the house allows us to draw a comparison with the first exhibition in the ‘Young Architects’ series, 
and illustrates how radically the context had changed in ten years’ time. For Kieckens, who was part of the 
team of curators (along with Marc Dubois and Katrien Vandermarliere, architectural curator at deSingel), it 
was an occasion to underline the importance of exhibitions like these: “For many young architects the 
opportunity to show their work - often a first house - means both mutual confrontation and the 
introduction of their ideas to the outside world. An event like this always gives the outside world the 
opportunity to reflect upon and discuss new directions and visions within contemporary architecture.”32 
The same idea lay behind the first Architectural Yearbook, which provided an overview of production 
between 1990 and 1993. This was one of the first policy instruments developed for architecture at the 
Ministry of Culture. Its focus was not solely on designers. Besides the more academic essays, it also 
contained a summary of recent publications and exhibitions, and so gave an idea of what those outside of 
the professional context were actually saying and thinking about architecture. That had been what the 
S/AM was all about, not defending the ideological, deontological or professional interests of architects, but 
creating a favourable context for architecture. By hammering home the need for a culture of debate, 
research and publication, the S/AM created the blueprint for Flanders’ present day architectural 
organisations.33 But the S/AM was more than a behind the scenes player; it has been alleged, for example, 
that the organisation merely propagated the good taste of minimalism and that as a result it presented only 
a selective picture. Looking back at the ‘Young Architects’ exhibition of 1989, for example, Willem-Jan 
Neutelings commented: “This set the tone for Flanders as a self-professed, hot spring of Good Taste, 
wrested from the happy chaos of the Belgique à Papa and guided by the Young Turks of Flemish 
Minimalism. (…) On that day in Ghent a suffocating blanket fell over Flanders. For twenty years now, since 
that day, our region has been under the iron rule of Minimalism and its Good Taste.” 34 
This type of criticism misinterprets the role of figures like Marc Dubois and Christian Kieckens. Neither were 
neutral observers or critics of architecture, nor were they curators with clear cut, artistic agendas. It might 
be more accurate to describe them as the ghostwriters of this early Flemish architecture: in close 
collaboration they achieved through actions, pictures and words those ideas which their colleagues sought 
to express through buildings. 
 
The rhetorical question as to whether the Architecture Museum Foundation was a utopian dream or a 
necessity - in allusion to the head of the 1983 memorandum of incorporation - is still topical today.35 The 
need for cultural architectural associations is no longer in doubt; they are crucial actors in the creation and 
preservation of a broad social and political base for architecture. But the chief aim of the S/AM, i.e. the 
foundation of a museum of architecture, may well have remained utopian; no Ungers-style building ever 
materialised in Flanders. The Flemish Architectural Institute (VAi), which was founded in 2001, did assume 
some of the tasks that might be appropriate for a museum (such as organising our participation in Venice 
Biennale, publishing the Architectural Yearbook, marking out a publications policy), but was housed in the 
building of the deSingel Arts Centre. That said, in its early years the VAi created strong visibility through its 
own website and initiatives like Architecture Day. When in 2003 the VAi was also given responsibility for 
architectural archives through the foundation of the Centre for Flemish Architectural Archives, it was again 
decided to apply a network solution to the issue of archives, rather than argue the case for a central depot 
with a museum-style organisation. But perhaps this sort of ‘virtual presence’ and the current network of 
smaller architectural organisations and exhibition spaces (and their mutual, stop-go constellations) is a 
better metaphor for the spatial reality of the Flemish ‘nebular city’ than any architectural statement could 
ever pretend to be. 
                                                            
32 Vandermarliere, Mein Erstes Haus, 10. 
33 On the place and meaning of cultural architecture organisations in Flanders, see Sven Sterken and Els Vervloesem, ‘Bij de wissel 
van de wacht. Een status questionis van de recente beleidsinitiatieven inzake architectuur’, Jaarboek Architectuur Vlaanderen 04-05 
(Antwerpen: Vlaams Architectuur Instituut, 2006): 11-25. 
34  Willem-Jan Neutelings, ‘Maximalisme. Het einde van het Minimalisme en de goede smaak’, A+ 204 (2007): 82-91. This is an 
abridged version of the speech marking the occasion of the ‘Charles Vermeersch Chair’, University of Ghent, 09/10/2007. 
Neutelings refers here to the preview of the 1989 exhibit. 
35 ‘De Stichting Architektuur Museum: Utopie of noodzaak’, S/AM, 1983/00, 1. 
